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According to ATD’s 2014 State of the 
Industry report, organizations spent on 
average $1,208 per employee on training 

and development in 2013, a 1 percent increase 
over the previous year. In 2014, the number of 
learning hours also increased slightly during that 
time period, from 30.3 hours to 31.5. 

The need for adequate training may be greater 
now than ever, as the skills gap—which ATD 
defined in Bridging the Skills Gap as “a significant 
gap between an organization’s current capabilities 
and the skills it needs to achieve its goals”—is 
substantial, both in the United States and globally. 
According to Bridging the Skills Gap, 84 percent 
of respondents reported a skills gap in their 
organization. The skills gap is present in not only 
STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 
math) skills, but also in communication skills,  
soft skills, and middle skills—those skills  
important in jobs that require more than a high 
school education but less than a four-year  
college education. 

Bridging the Skills Gap respondents provided 
the following solutions: 64 percent answered 
that providing more training internally would 
close specific skills gaps, 55 percent suggested 
identifying core competencies and targeting their 
development, and 50 percent said examining what 
skills the organization needs to be successful now 
and in the future.

The talent development field has transformed 
substantially in the past decade. Four factors have 
played a major role in this:

1. economic uncertainty and volatility

2. advances in digital, mobile, and  
social technology

3. demographic shifts in the workforce

4. increased globalization.

In addition, neuroscience is playing an 
increasing role in how trainers approach their 
work and the environment that leaders try 
to create for their employees. For example, 
the PERMA model—which stands for positive 
emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, 
and accomplishment—introduced by Martin 
Seligman, explains our level of well-being. 
More organizations are becoming more open to 

embracing these elements in their organization, 
as “The Positive Workplace” Infoline (available 
in volume 3 of the Train the Trainer series) 
highlights. Moreover, additional neuroscience 
research shows that learning environments 
should be low stress, enjoyable, and stimulating, 
as discussed in the “Memory and Cognition in 
Learning” Infoline (part of volume 1 of Train  
the Trainer).

Against this background, “Basic Training for 
Trainers” will provide a primer of the training 
landscape, including covering the following topics:

• the definition of a trainer

• the core skills a trainer needs

• training methods

• presentation and facilitation tips

• evaluating training

• the Four-Step Skills Training Method.

WHO IS A TRAINER?
It’s a question with a surprisingly simple answer: 
Who is a trainer? Anyone who boosts the skills 
and knowledge of others. This can include such 
actions as showing a new employee how to file 
an electronic timesheet, demonstrating to co-
workers how to use software, or teaching a person 
how to manufacture or test products to meet 
safety regulations.

Through instruction and practice, a trainer 
helps people:

• Gain new skills, knowledge, or behaviors. 

• Acquire proficiency and awareness of 
products, processes, or methods.

• Achieve a defined or perhaps higher 
performance standard.

Trainers tend to focus their efforts in  
several areas:

• mandatory and compliance (such as safety 
and security) 

• managerial and supervisory 

• profession- or industry-specific (such as 
engineering, accounting, legal, and medical).
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BASIC TRAINER COMPETENCIES
The following list of competencies comes from the 2013 ASTD Competency Study: The Training & Development Profession 
Redefined. The focus is based on the applications necessary for competency in two specific areas of expertise, Training 
Delivery and Instructional Design. Trainers should attain a level of proficiency in each of these competencies.

Training Delivery
Deliver informal and formal learning solutions in a manner that is both engaging and effective. Be able to:

• Manage the learning environment.

• Prepare for training delivery.

• Convey objectives.

• Align learning solutions with course objectives and learner needs.

• Establish credibility as an instructor.

• Create a positive learning climate.

• Deliver various learning methodologies.

• Facilitate learning.

• Encourage participation and build learner motivation.

• Deliver constructive feedback.

• Ensure learning outcomes.

• Evaluate solutions.

Instructional Design
Design and develop informal and formal learning solutions using a variety of methods. Be able to:

• Conduct a needs assessment. 

• Identify an appropriate learning approach.

• Apply learning theory, which encompasses the collective theories and principles of how adults learn and  
acquire knowledge.

• Collaborate with others.

• Design a curriculum, program, or learning solution.

• Design instructional material.

• Analyze and select technologies.

• Integrate technology options.

• Develop instructional materials.

• Evaluate learning design.
Source: Adapted from Rothwell, W.j., J. Arneson, and J. Naughton. 2013. ASTD Competency Study: The Training 
& Development Profession Redefined. Alexandria, VA: ASTD Press.
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But when is a trainer also a facilitator? 
Typically, we think of trainers as people who 
relay content, while facilitators focus on 
learning through a group process. Today, with 
myriad options available to learners, the lines 
have blurred, and a trainer often must act as a 
facilitator in order to transfer learning. So to be a 
trainer, you have to be a good teacher of content, 
and use a variety of appropriate methods to help a 
broad audience acquire new skills and knowledge 
effectively and efficiently.

LEARN HOW TO TRAIN
As a trainer, you must possess four basic areas of 
skills and knowledge:

1. learning theory

2. training methods

3. presentation and facilitation

4. evaluation.

For the purposes of this issue, we assume that 
you will present a packaged training program—one 
that was designed with an instructional systems 
development (ISD) model. See the What Is ISD? 
sidebar for more information on ADDIE and 
SAM, two popular instructional design models. 
In addition, we assume that you have a level of 
content mastery (see the Content Mastery sidebar 
for details). To begin your journey as a polished 
trainer, check out the basic competencies you’ll 
need, found in the Basic Trainer Competencies 
sidebar and the Dos and Don’ts for the New 
Trainer sidebar.

ADULT LEARNING THEORY 
A key aspect to a successful training program 
is understanding how adults learn and retain 
information. Generally, adults need active 
involvement, and they need to understand the 
relevance of the information to their job or 
organization in order for them to retain the 
information presented. 

Malcolm S. Knowles, an adult-learning theorist, 
says that adult learners:

• need to see the relevance of the training to 
their own life experience 

• learn best when they have a measure of 
control over their learning experience 

• like to apply their own experience and 
knowledge to the learning 

• benefit from task- or experience-oriented 
learning situations

• learn best in cooperative climates that 
encourage risk-taking experimentation.

What’s more, adult learning is most effective 
when the learner can satisfy a personal goal or 
need. According to Knowles, adults will respond to 
extrinsic factors, such as promotions, job changes, 
or better working conditions. However, intrinsic 
motivators, such as self-esteem, recognition 
by peers, better quality of life, greater self-
confidence, or the need for achievement and 
satisfaction, can be even more motivating. 

Ultimately, remember that your objective is 
to increase performance through a change in 
behavior. The adult learner generally goes through 
the following four levels of learning to reach the 
level of behavioral change:

1. Awareness: Participant says, “I’ve  
heard that!”

2. Understanding: Participant recognizes the 
subject matter and then explains it.

3. Practice: Participant actually uses the 
learning on the job.

4. Mastery: Participant can use the acquired 
knowledge to teach others.

Learning styles and preferences, which have 
been a staple in the training industry for years, are 
now being questioned by some recent research. 
However, learning styles are still considered by 
many trainers to be an important way of keeping 
delivery style interactive and interesting. 

TRAINING METHODS 
Traditionally, trainers led instructive-style 
learning sessions. Many now believe that the 
facilitative or participatory training style—in which 
the trainer guides the learners to discover what 
they need to learn—is more appropriate for adult 
learners. This trainer-facilitated and learner-
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